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Emphasising the centrality of black transnationalism in transnational interactions and political 
mobilisation, Kwame Nkrumah paid 
homage to Pixley Isaka Seme during 
the first International Congress of 
Pan Africanists held in Ghana on 12 
December 1962. Calling for the Pan 
Africanists to work for a complete 
emancipation of the mind from all 
forms of domination, control and 
enslavement, Nkrumah proclaimed:
Your meeting here today as Pan 
Africanists from various countries of 
the world is truly historic. It emphasises 
the idea that knowledge transcends 
political and national boundaries. 
It is incumbent upon all Africanist 
scholars, all over the world to work 
for a complete emancipation of the 
mind from all forms of domination, 
control and enslavement. I cannot 
leave you today without referring to 
the distinction achieved by a Zulu 
student – Isaka Seme – when he won 
the first prize of the Curtis Medal 
Orations at Columbia University on 
the 5th of April, 1906. Distinguished 
Scholars let me confess, with humility, 
that it is not my usual practice to 
quote others. On this occasion, 
however, I feel that I have a duty to 
place on record at this first Africanist 
Congress taking place here in Africa, the 
oration of Isaka Seme which, although 
made some fifty years ago, is still 
relevant to the postulates of our present 
situation in Africa...1
The fact that Seme, the founder 
By promoting Pan Africanism and African solidarity throughout the 
continent, the ANC operated outside the limits posed by narrow 
nationalism.
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After the 1919 
Peace Conference in 
Versailles, the right to 
self-determination (in 
the aftermath of the 
demise of empire and 
the rise of American 
imperialism) excluded 
Africans on the 
continent and in the 
diaspora.
of the ANC, is extolled by Nkrumah, 
whom Thabo Mbeki defines as an 
outstanding African patriot2, has to do 
with the fact that the founders of the 
ANC recognised that internationalism 
or international solidarity was the main 
pillar of the struggle for liberation during 
the early 20th century. When the Union 
of South Africa was established in 1910, 
prominent Africans such as John Dube 
made diplomatic overtures to resolve 
the national question peacefully. A 
multiracial deputation to London failed 
to get the colour bar clauses removed 
from the Union’s constitution.3 But 
this setback did not deter the ANC 
from seeking a negotiated solution 
and, in 1914, another diplomatic 
mission to the UK was undertaken. 
This democratically elected ANC 
deputation, which included among 
other luminaries, the writer Sol T. 
Plaatje, was also unsuccessful. A third 
attempt was launched in 1919, when 
the aNC again appealed to the British 
government on behalf of black South 
africans. But their peaceful mission for 
social and political rights for all South 
Africans failed to reach its noble goal.4 
Eventually (especially in the wake of 
apartheid’s violent repressiveness), 
this well-meaning and non-violent 
approach – an approach that recognised 
that the struggle for emancipation was 
necessarily international – proved 
unsuccessful.
During the early 20th century, after 
the First World War to be precise, 
African students such as Z.K. Matthews 
rebelled against gross injustices 
perpetuated in the name of peace 
and democracy by leaders of powerful 
countries such as the United States. 
Matthews wrote:
When President (Woodrow) 
Wilson (of the US) published 
his 14 Points, the phrase, ‘self 
determination for small nations’ 
caught the ears of Africans. Did 
the ‘nations’ to which he referred 
include us? Did they mean us, the 
black peoples of Africa, too? At 
Fort Hare we talked of little else. 
The consensus was that the makers 
of the world did not count us as a 
nation or as part of any nation… We 
lived in South Africa, but we were 
not regarded as part of the South 
African nation. Indeed when white 
leaders spoke of the nation of South 
Africa, they meant only the white 
nation. When they gave population 
figures of the nation, they only gave 
the number of Europeans.5
It is important to note that during 
the early 20th century, heated 
discussions about the African diaspora, 
solidarity, race and racism were the 
order of the day within the ANC 
structures. It is captured in the question 
posed by Matthews; ‘did the ‘nations’ 
to which he (the president of the US) 
referred include us? Did they mean 
us, the black peoples of Africa, too’? 
The phrase ‘black peoples of Africa’ 
refers to Africans in various parts of 
the continent and in the Diaspora. The 
African intelligentsia in South Africa 
were venting their political anger at 
what they considered to be a local 
aberration; they were compelled to 
rethink their assumptions when after the 
1919 Peace Conference in Versailles, 
the right to self-determination (in the 
aftermath of the demise of empire 
and the rise of American imperialism) 
excluded Africans on the continent and 
in the diaspora. 
The ANC, in solidarity with Africans 
in the diaspora certainly focused 
their attention on Garveyism and the 
‘Return to Africa’ movement, including 
Ethiopianism. Most of these vigorous 
and engaging debates took place at 
the African Club, located at No 34 
Anderson Street in Johannesburg and 
founded in 1915 as a ‘lively centre for 
political and social meeting’. It was 
apparently under the control of the 
ANC and the inspiration was Seme, 
who had enjoyed club life while a 
student at the University of Oxford. 
The african Club, like the Bantu Men’s 
Social Centre,  provided a space where 
members of the African political elite 
could meet to discuss, listen and 
rehearse their experiences, ideas, fears 
and dreams.6
Explaining existing deep friendship 
and relationships which defined black 
transnationalism and transnational 
interactions, Bhekizizwe Peterson 
notes that when Plaatje could not 
attend the 3rd Pan-African Congress 
in Paris in February 1921, Du Bois 
read Plaatje’s address to the congress. 
In 1914 an ANC delegation consisting 
of(left to right) Dr. W. Rabusana, T. 
Mapikela, Rev. J. L. Dube, Sol Plaaje, 
and S. Msane, visited Britain to put their 
protests before the British government 
and public.
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The slogan was  
a call for compassion, 
human solidarity and 
human dignity to be 
restored to African 
people.
Plaatje and Du Bois’ relationship was 
to become one in a very long line of 
associations and interactions between 
black South African artists and 
intellectuals and their counterparts in 
the black diaspora. Lionel Abrahams, 
for instance, worked with George 
Padmore from Trinidad, in organising 
the 5th Pan-African Congress in 
1945 in Manchester. Ras Makonnen, 
Jomo Kenyatta and Kwame Nkrumah 
were already part of the circle of 
Pan-Africanist associates in London, 
corresponding with C.L.R. James who 
was based in the US during this time. 
The Manchester congress was opened 
by Du Bois and also attended by Julius 
Nyerere and Tom Mboya from Kenya. 
For purposes of this discussion, the 
most pertinent forms of engagement 
between black South Africans and the 
international community are those that 
involved the circulation of intellectual 
and ideological precepts, as well 
as political and cultural imaginaries 
that in turn were crucial in making 
different types of affinities and alliances 
possible.7  as anthony Bogues  suggests, 
we should: 
think not just of geographic 
movements but flows of ideas 
between Africa and the Americas. 
Secondly, within these flows new 
political ideas were generated. In 
this case many ideas generated at 
one site criss-crossed, in a process of 
‘motion of the notion’, landing and 
adapting themselves.8 
To keep the anti-colonial struggle Pan 
africanist flag flying high, in October 
1945, shortly after the end of the Second 
World War, and also in 1947, ANC 
delegates attended the fifth and sixth 
Pan African Congresses, in Manchester 
and in Dakar. This was not surprising 
because alfred B. Xuma, the then 
president of the ANC, had established 
a warm, firm and lasting friendship 
with Nkrumah.9 They met as university 
students in the USA and probably it 
was through Xuma that Nkrumah knew 
about Seme’s achievements. Ghana 
became independent in 1957 Nkrumah 
wasted little time in convening two 
important conferences in 1958 that 
moulded his foreign policy position 
towards African states. 
The first was the Conference of 
Independent african States (CIaS), held 
in Accra, attended by the then eight 
independent African countries on the 
continent in April 1958 and organised 
by the Bureau of african affairs (Baa), 
headed by Padmore.10 
During the early 20th century, 
Seme’s Abantu-Batho newspaper 
(including iLanga lase Natal) was used 
by the ANC as a platform to circulate 
revolutionary ideas throughout 
the country. Political slogans and 
songs were also creatively used by 
the ANC’s founders to dissipate 
Pan Africanist ideas.  The ANC‘s 
official slogan 'Mayibuye africa' 
coined immediately after 1912 and 
popularised by its newspaper Abantu-
Batho unashamedly promoted the 
organisation’s internationalist, Pan 
Africanist and unwritten foreign policy 
ideals. This Pan Africanist slogan was 
coined during the militant early days of 
the African National Congress in 1912-
1913.  Its meaning translates to ‘let the 
continent of Africa Return to its rightful 
owners’ or, more specifically ‘let the 
land/soil of Africa return to its owners’. 
The slogan was a call for compassion, 
human solidarity and human dignity 
to be restored to African people. This 
was also the case with the ANC’s 
first official anthem ‘Silusapho lwase 
Africa’, meaning we are the children of 
Africa, composed by Reuben Caluza in 
1913. It was later replaced by ‘Nkosi 
Sikelela i Africa’, meaning, God bless 
the African continent, composed by 
Samuel Mqhayi in 1927.  
Significantly, both aNC anthems 
and the official slogan are about the 
centrality and importance of the 
African continent to our lives, including 
the philosophy of ubuntu, African 
culture and heritage. If this was not the 
case, slogans and anthems would focus 
on the Union of South Africa established 
in 1910 and would be titled ‘Mayibuye 
i Union of South Africa’; ‘Silusapho 
lwase Union of South Africa’; and 
‘Nkosi Sikelela i Union of South Africa’. 
To emphasise its Pan Africanist roots, 
the organisation also changed its name 
from the South African Native National 
Congress to the African National 
Congress in 1923. The meaning of the 
term African here is both geographical 
and symbolical representation of the 
anti-colonial struggle. 
Bhekizizwe Peterson defines 
the use of slogans and the national 
anthems as ‘symbolic processes, forms 
and tools that we use to narrate or 
signify experience and ideology’. He 
further argues that he ‘particularly 
has in mind the cultural, imaginative, 
performative, visual, linguistic and 
aesthetic codes and repertoires that 
we rely on daily in order to create and 
communicate our political visions and 
subjectivities, particularly in relation to 
the interactions, relations and identities 
that inform our lives as individuals and 
as social groups’.11 As the struggle 
against apartheid gained momentum, 
the oppressed used other forms of 
representation to articulate the struggle 
for national liberation. These included 
prints, posters, postcards, T-shirts, story 
quilts, apparels and community murals. 
Trade unionists and student activists, 
among others, were engaged in orally 
produced community narratives and 
ritualised expressed speech forms 
which included the toyi-toyi.
By promoting Pan africanism and 
African solidarity throughout the 
continent, the ANC operated outside 
the limits posed by narrow nationalism. 
This point becomes clear when we 
peruse Chapter 6, Sections 82-85 of the 
SaNNC’s (aNC’s) 1918/19 constitution 
which read as follows:
• Membership of the association 
(aNC) shall consist of three classes, 
to wit, ordinary members, honorary 
members and Auxiliary members
• Ordinary membership will be 
opened to all men belonging to the 
aboriginal race of Africa and who 
have attained the age of 18 years
• auxiliary membership will be 
opened to all women of the 
aboriginal races of Africa over 
the age of 18 years who shall be 
members of the Bantu Women’s 
National League of South Africa 
(later to be known as the aNC’s 
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As a result of  
the effective political 
traditions developed 
by the founders of the 
ANC, the organisation 
developed a 
sophisticated strategy 
that garnered support 
from influential multi-
lateral organisations 
such as the UN, Non-
Aligned Movement and 
the Organisation of 
African Unity.
Women’s League).
In his introductory notes of the 
ANC’s constitution of 1918, Richard 
Msimang notes that:
The constitution is now ready for 
operation pending final adoption 
by the National Congress. The only 
criticism that has been made against 
this constitution is that it is lengthy. But 
it is impossible to provide a couple of 
sheets regulations by which control of 
affairs of a big National Organisation 
whose scope and activities will cover a 
great portion of the African Continent…I 
crave indulgence to place on record the 
invaluable assistance rendered to me 
by Mr E. Tshongwane of the Transkei 
and Mr B. Nxumalo of Swaziland (in 
compiling this constitution).12
Note that the 1919 constitution 
of the aNC reads “men and women 
of the aboriginal race of Africa’, not 
of the aboriginal race of the Union 
of South Africa. Why was the ANC’s 
membership predicated on Pan-
Africanism and extended to indigenous 
Africans from all over the continent? 
Why was it that its national executive 
included monarchies from Southern 
africa including the Barotse, a Sesotho 
speaking group that had migrated and 
settled in the present day Zambia? 
The history of the 19th century 
migration routes to the North during 
the early 19th century are important 
for us to be able to understand why 
the ANC’s policies were unashamedly 
Pan Africanists. These migration routes 
from the south (from the area now 
referred to as KwaZulu-Natal) to the 
north developed during the early 19th 
century by  the likes of Soshangane 
wakwa Nxumalo, Zwangendaba 
wakwa Jele, Nxaba kaMbekani Vundla 
and Mzilikazi wakwa Khumalo, among 
others, later guided African migrant 
labourers from as far as Tanzania, 
Malawi, Zimbabwe and Zambia 
to move in the opposite direction, 
from the north to the south, after the 
discovery of minerals in South Africa 
during the late 19th century. These 
human migrations and connections 
influenced early 20th century writings 
of both R.V. Msimang and Pixley Isaka 
ka Seme and their publications were 
characterised by the view that a united 
and strong ANC was necessary for both 
African solidarity and renaissance. 
These southern Africa connections later 
influenced the formation of the South 
African Development Coordination 
Conference (SaDCC) which was 
officially launched on 1 april 1980 in 
Lusaka. 
To consolidate the ANC’s Pan 
Africanist bias and solidarity with 
other Africans in different parts of 
the continent, in 1918, the special 
SANNC conference of amakhosi sent 
a memorandum to the British king 
emphatically stating that South Africa, 
Germany and Belgium should keep 
their hands off South West Africa 
(Namibia) and East africa, and the 
Congo, respectively, until the wishes 
of indigenous Africans were met. Later 
in 1946, Xuma addressed the United 
Nations on the national question in 
Namibia. In 1923, disgusted by the 
repressive policies of Jan Smuts in 
South West africa and in Bulhoek in 
the East Cape the aNC resolved to fight 
for the establishment of a Republic.13 
But this move was curtailed by the class 
division within the ANC – the fact that 
some of its Cape Province members 
had a right to vote. 
To conclude, it is not a coincidence 
that the aNC identified international 
solidarity as one of the pillars of the 
struggle for national liberation in South 
Africa. The fact that the world wide 
anti-apartheid movement extended its 
tentacles to Europe, the United States 
of America, the Caribbean and other 
parts of the African diaspora is linked 
to the transnational politics of the 
early 20th century. As a result of the 
effective political traditions developed 
by the founders of the ANC, the 
organisation developed a sophisticated 
strategy that garnered support from 
influential multi-lateral organisations 
such as the UN, Non-Aligned Movement 
and the Organisation of African Unity. 
Such astute political acumen and 
dexterity, predicated on international 
solidarity, was a strength that kept the 
liberation movement abreast to rivals 
such as the Pan Africanist Congress 
and also a step ahead of poisonous 
western super powers such as the USA, 
UK, France, Italy and West Germany 
who wanted to strangle it to death. I 
am of the view that we still owe the 
founders of the liberation movement 
a commemorative site specifically 
dedicated to their revolutionary ideas, 
commitment and sterling work which 
they carried out on our behalf – 
Mayibuye iAfrica! 
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